Years 3 &4
1st Place: Mithra Pradeep
Year 4, North Harrisdale Primary School

The Silent Scars

A sudden gust of wind swept through the broken streets of Tehran sending a wave of
crashing sound. Dust swirled into the ruins like restless ghosts. Twelve-year old Zara
pulled her worn jacket tighter around her thin body, trying to shield herself not just
from cold, but also from the memories that never seemed to leave her. The city was
no longer filled with cheerful sounds of busy markets or children laughing and
playing games in the dusty alleys. Instead, a heavy silence hung in the air, broken
only by distant sirens and the echo of military trucks rumbling past the shattered
buildings. Every loud sound made Zara flinch. Even after the war was long ended,
the fear inside her stayed, suffocating and constant, like the hot air in the summer.

Before the war, Zara’s life had been simple and full of colour. She loved going to
school, especially arts, where she could escape into a world of imagination. She
dreamed of becoming an artist, just like her aunt, who used to paint beautiful
landscapes filled with life. But everything changed on the night the missiles struck
near her neighbourhood. The windows in her home shattered into millions of pieces,
and Zara woke in terror, her heart pounding badly. Zara’s father who rushed to help
injured neighbours never actually returned home.

Since then, life became upside down. Zara’s mother struggled to care for Zara and
her little brother. The school Zara went to no longer existed, reduced to rubble, and
dreams of many children shattered overnight just like hers. She had to work in a
small grocery store to earn money for food. She also had to take care of her three-
year-old brother when her mother went to work.

Although the fighting was over, the war still followed Zara everywhere like a shadow.
At night, she would wake up suddenly from terrifying dreams, her ears ringing with
explosions that were no longer there. Sometimes she would sit in the darkness, too
afraid to fall asleep again.

Her younger brother would often ask her with an innocent look, “Why do you always
look so sad?” Zara didn’t always know how to answer, instead tears would often roll
over her dusty cheeks, and she could taste the salt of it down her lips.

Deep inside, Zara longed for the life she once had, for the simple joy of drawing
under the warm sunny afternoons. Now, she felt trapped in devastating memories
that she couldn’t escape. Her family held onto a fragile hope that their misplaced
father would return one day.

One afternoon, Zara was carefully stacking bags of flour on the shelf when a familiar
face approached her. She looked up, her tired eyes widening in surprise. Standing
there was her former art teacher, Mrs Noor, from the school she no longer attended.
For a moment, she felt as if time reversed and she were back in her old classroom.
Mrs. Noor quickly scanned Zara’s face and asked gently, “How are you doing, Zara?
| still managed to gather the pieces of your beautiful clay sculpture.”



Zara’s eyes lit up for a short moment, a spark went flickering through. But the light
faded just as quickly as she lowered her gaze and quietly whispered, “To be honest,
not very well. But | am so glad to see you”.

Mrs Noor invited Zara to come and visit her after work. Zara’s body ached and
begged for some rest, yet she still gained just enough strength to make her way to
Mrs Noor’s house. The house was partly damaged due to the harsh war last year but
wasn’t fixed as she didn’'t have enough resources. Mrs Noor’s wrinkly eyes gleamed
when she saw Zara.

Noticing the deep sadness in Zara’s eyes, Mrs Noor consoled her. “War can leave
sudden scars that stay long after it is gone but you must find happiness in something
you love. | know how determined you were to become an artist. Why don’t you follow
your dreams?”

Mrs Noor showed Zara all the art pieces she managed to rescue from the ruins of
the school building. Zara lowered her head quietly, her chest tightening as memories
flooded back. She saw herself once again in a classroom, laughing as she mixed
colours, her hands painting ideas. She sat down slowly, taking a deep breath and
glanced through them with her fingers trembling as she reached out to art pieces.
“Paintings can heal the mind,” Mrs Noor said softly. “You are not weak for feeling the
pain in you.”

Over the following weeks, Zara returned often, sometimes even with her little brother.
Sometimes she painted while other times she simply talked. Slowly she learnt that
the shaking in her hands, the nightmares, and the fear had a name, post-traumatic
stress disorder. Mrs Noor taught her deep breathing exercises and encouraged her
to express her memories through art instead of hiding them deep inside. Though the
scars remained in her, Zara began to realise that healing takes time.

The nightmares did not go away instantly. But gradually, the fear lost its power over
her. For the first time after in a long while, Zara felt a sense of hope returning.

Years later, Zara stood in front of a quiet art gallery, her paintings were displayed all
over the walls. Each piece of art in the room carried fragments of her past. There
were shattered windows, empty streets, and fading silhouettes. People paused,
viewing her work in silence, trying to understand the stories and feelings hidden
within the colours.

Zara moved proudly across the room, her gaze lingering on a particular painting, a
small figure standing beneath a broken sky, with light breaking the darkness. It was
her first painting after the war. She remembered every stroke she painted and how
her hands trembled trying to forget the night everything changed.

A small girl pointed at the painting and asked in curiosity, “Did it really happen?”.
Zara paused for a moment and nodded gently. “Yes, but it doesn’t remain the same
forever.”

She gave a faint smile. She knew the pain would never disappear fully. Her father
never returned, and that absence still ached in her heart. But now she learned to live
with it. She shared her story openly, reminding everyone that surviving hardship was
a sign of strength not weakness. Looking out at the hopeful faces before her, Zara
realised that the war had not destroyed her spirit. Even after the darkest nights,
courage and kindness could still rebuild a broken heart.



